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News focus
While the UK government presents a budget hoped to tackle economic as well 
as environmental challenges, other countries have taken the lead in harnessing 
the economic interventions for ecological gains. Michael Gross reports.
Green shootsBy the end of this year, when Germany 
crowns the ‘word of the year’, one 
of the strongest contenders to 
replace last year’s ‘Finanzkrise’ 
(financial crisis) has to be the almost 
unpronounceable ‘Abwrackprämie’ or 
scrappage fee. 
Introduced with effect from 27 
January under the original name 
of ‘Umweltprämie’ (environment 
reward) with a strictly limited budget, 
this scheme pays out 2,500 Euros 
towards the purchase of a new car, 
provided the buyer sends an old 
banger of at least nine years of age 
to the scrapyard, where it will, of 
course, be taken apart, sorted by material, and recycled with German 
thoroughness. 
The Abwrackprämie soon became 
the main talking point around the 
country, and was embraced so 
enthusiastically that politicians hurried 
to extend it to the end of this year, to 
gain popularity ahead of September’s 
federal elections. Scrap merchants are 
busier than ever, shaking their heads 
over cars handed in that might have 
fetched more than the 2,500 Euros if 
sold on, while the market for cheap 
used cars has vanished. 
Due to its unexpected popularity, 
the scrappage fee has also become 
a prototype of the ‘New Deal’ measures trying to combine economic 
incentive with gentle steering towards 
green targets. Both its economic 
and its green credentials are highly 
controversial among experts. 
Economically, the benefit goes 
mainly to manufacturers of cheap 
cars, as people buying big expensive 
cars will not normally have an old 
banger to scrap. Thus, purchases of 
Volkswagen and Asian import cars 
like Hyundai have shot up, while the 
luxury car makers decry the scheme 
as misguided. 
The bias towards small cars is in 
fact the only green credential of the 
scheme, too. There is no specification 
that links it to energy efficiency 
or emissions. BMW boss Norbert 
Reithofer moaned that “a CO2-based 
fee would be better”.Pushing ahead: The South Korean government in Seoul has launched the world’s most ambitious package of attempted investment in environ-
mentally friendly technologies. (Photo: Jose Fuste Raga/Photolibrary.)
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Long ago, when I was PhD student, 
my tasks were to formulate 
hypotheses about the metabolism of 
Saccharomyces cerevisiae, design 
and carry out experiments to test 
those hypotheses, interpret the results 
and then decide what experiments 
to conduct next. Now Ross King 
and colleagues at the universities 
of Aberystwyth and Cambridge say 
that all of this can be done by a robot 
called Adam. The paper describing 
Adam’s first public performance 
(Science (2009) 324, 85) is entitled 
‘The Automation of Science’.
The fortuitous announcement 
of the work in the very week when 
Honda’s robot ASIMO was touring 
the UK both enhanced and distorted 
media interest. The Times, for 
example, carried a report on Adam 
with an exaggerated headline (“Robot 
scientist gets the job done after 
humans toil in vain”) and a photograph 
of ASIMO conducting a symphony 
orchestra. This and other coverage 
conjured up science-fictional images 
of robot researchers marching into 
their laboratories in the morning.
The reality is less dramatic, 
though undoubtedly impressive. 
Based on hardware automating 
the high-throughput execution of 
individually designed batch culture 
experiments in microtitre plates, 
Adam measures the growth curves of 
selected microbial strains in defined 
media. Ross King and his co-humans 
set him/it the task of identifying 
the genes for orphan enzymes in 
S. cerevisiae — those catalysing 
biochemical reactions known to occur 
in the yeast but whose genes have 
remained unidentified over several 
decades of research.
Adam was able to hypothesise 
that three genes code for 
2- aminoadipate:2-oxoglutarate 
amino-transferase (2A2OA), and 
obtained results consistent with 
all three hypotheses. “We accept 
that the knowledge automatically 
generated by Adam is of a modest 
kind,” the authors write. “However, 
this knowledge is not trivial and in the 
case of the genes encoding 2A2OA, it 
sheds light on, and perhaps solves, a 
50-year-old puzzle.” 
The fortuitous announcement 
of the work in the very week 
when Honda’s robot ASIMO 
was touring the UK both 
 enhanced and distorted  
media interest
Those conclusions are more 
cautious than the headline to The 
Times story, which explained that 
Adam’s work was likely to play an 
Mediawatch: The activities of Adam, 
a new robotic laboratory tool, came 
under scrutiny. Bernard Dixon 
reports.
Adam’s anticsHe may be cheered by the 
introduction of a similar scrappage 
fee in the UK government’s budget on 
April 22nd, as the BMW-owned Mini 
production at Oxford is expected to 
be among the main beneficiaries in 
the UK. The UK scheme is due to run 
from May 2009 to March 2010 and 
offers motorists £2,000 towards a new 
car if they trade in one that is older 
than 10 years. 
In the run-up to the budget, prime 
minister Gordon Brown and the 
chancellor Alistair Darling had come 
under pressure from opposition 
and their own backbenchers to 
improve the UK’s standing in terms of 
environmental components of the new 
deal economic incentive packages. 
A recent analysis sponsored by 
the bank HSBC suggests that the 
average green component of financial 
packages around the world is 15.3 
cent. With 6.9 per cent green content 
in the stimulus package revealed in 
November, the UK is near the bottom 
of the global league. 
Environmental organisation Friends 
of the Earth called for a Green 
Infrastructure Bank, backed by Green 
Bonds, to steer the government 
interventions made necessary 
by the financial crisis towards a 
more sustainable economy in both 
economic and ecological terms. 
However, when Budget Day 
came, the details fell short of all the 
high-flying expectations of a ‘green 
budget’. In the budget summary on 
the government website (http://www.
direct.gov.uk/en/Nl1/Newsroom/
Budget2009/), the environment 
tellingly comes at the bottom of a long 
list of various concerns. The budget 
promises £1.4 billion in support for 
environmental schemes, including 
£525 million for offshore wind projects 
and £435 million for energy efficiency 
schemes. And that’s it. 
Environmentalists immediately 
voiced their disappointment. Friends 
of the Earth’s Executive Director Andy 
Atkins said: “The Government has 
squandered a historic opportunity to 
kick-start a green industrial revolution, 
create tens of thousands of jobs and 
slash UK carbon dioxide emissions.”
With these measures, the UK still 
has a long way to go to become 
a leader in green issues, as the 
government sometimes claims it to 
be. At the top of the league resides 
South Korea, with a stimulus package 
claiming to contain 80.5 per cent green measures. Other countries 
exceeding the recommendation of the 
Stern report of 20 per cent include 
France, Norway, and China. 
The South Korean package 
provides another illustration of how 
easily the “green incentives” can stir 
controversy. Environmentalists have 
deplored that only a small fraction of 
the admittedly huge package goes 
into renewable energy. Some fear 
that a large part of the infrastructure 
measures labelled as green (such 
as high-speed rail links and 
long- distance cycle tracks) will mainly 
help the local cement industry. 
But even if half the Korean package 
is fundamentally un-green, the 
depressing truth is that the other 
half would still see the country in a comfortable lead at the top of the 
world league. 
Many observers have commented 
that the current economic crisis and 
the resulting government intervention 
provide a once-in-a-generation 
chance to switch to a sustainable 
economy. But most governments 
haven’t grasped this simple thought 
yet. So ‘green budget’ isn’t going 
to be the word of the year in any 
European language any time soon. 
FOE link: http://www.foe.org.uk/
resource/press_releases/budget_
reaction_22042009.html
Michael Gross is a science writer based at 
Oxford. He can be contacted via his web 
page at www.michaelgross.co.uk
